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K
inds of focus

W
e have to distinguish betw

een
▶

E
xpression of focus
▷

prosody (pitch, duration, am
plitude)

▷
syntactic expression / facilitation of focus (cleft, scram

bling)
▶

Function of focus
▷

question / answ
er agreem

ent
▷

textual coherence (sentences answ
er questions under discussion)

▷
expression of contrast (m

onologue, dialogue)
▷

focus bound by focus-sensitive particles (but: B
eaver &

 C
lark 2008)

▶
S

em
antic nature of focus: S

om
e options

▷
focus as inform

ation structuring, w
ithout affecting truth conditions

▷
focus as affecting truth conditions (e.g., focus-sensitive particles)

▷
focus as inform

ation structuring that m
ay secondarily affect truth conditions

▶
S

em
antic functions of focus

▷
H

ighlighting inform
ation

▷
E

xpressing new
 inform

ation
▷

E
xpressing existence presupposition

▷
E

xpressing presence of alternatives relevant for interpretation
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B
ound vs. Free Focus
▶

B
ound focus
▷

Focus-sensitive operator, e.g. only, associates w
ith focus

John only introduced B
ILL

F  to S
ue.

1
‘B

ill is the only x such that John introduced x to S
ue.’

John only introduced B
ill to S

U
E

F

1
‘S

ue is the only x such that John introduced B
ill to x.’

▶
Free focus
▷

N
o overt focus-sensitive operator.

A
: W

ho did John introduce to S
ue?

B
: John introduced B

ILL
F to S

ue.
▷

P
ossible association w

ith illocutionary operator (Jacobs 1984):
A

S
S

E
R

T [John introduced B
ILL

F  to S
ue]

1
S

peaker asserts: ‘John introduced B
ill to S

ue’;
speaker acknow

ledges that at the point of conversation, 
the assertion of propositions ‘John introduced x to S

ue’ is of interest;
2

speaker does not perform
 alternative assertions, 

from
 w

hich addressee can conclude, by G
ricean reasoning, 

that speaker lacks evidence for them
; 

under assum
ption that speaker is know

ledgeable: 
that speaker know

s that they w
ould be false. 
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Focus sensitivity as a com
positionality problem

C
om

positionality (Frege):
▶

The m
eaning of a com

plex expression ⟦[α β]⟧ can be com
puted

from
 the m

eanings of the parts, ⟦α⟧, ⟦β⟧, 
and the w

ay they are syntactically com
bined.

1
⟦[V

P  [V
P  introduced B

ill to S
ue] [A

dvP  in the dining room
]]⟧

2
= ⟦[A

dvP  in the dining room
]⟧(⟦[V

P  introduced B
ill to S

ue]⟧)
3

= λP
λx[P

(x) ∧
 in.dining.room

(x)](introd(b)(s))
4

= λx[introd(b)(s)(x) ∧
 in.dining.room

(b)(s)(x)]
▶

Types of sem
antic fram

ew
orks:

▷
R

epresentational theories: S
em

antic representation language, e.g. LF
▷

D
enotational theories: M

odell-theoretic objects, 
e.g. sets of possible w

orlds, functions from
 entities to sets of possible w

orlds
▶

C
om

positionality problem
 w

ith focus-sensitive operators in denotational theories:
Focus-sensitive operator m

ay be distant from
 its focus, yet has to refer to it:

John only [V
P  [introduced B

ILL
F ] to S

ue]
1

introd(b)(s)(j) ∧
 ∀

x∈
A

LT(b)[introd(x)(s)(j) →
 x = b]
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Sem
antic theories of Focus Sensitivity

D
ifferent proposals for a solution of the com

positionality problem
▶

B
asic notions:
introduced B

ILL
F  to S

ue
▷

F: focus feature, Jackendoff 1972, 
relevant for prosody, and possibly for syntax

▷
B

ill: the focus constituent; b: the m
eaning of the focus constituent

▷
introduced __ to S

ue: the background
▷

introduced B
ill to S

ue: the unfocused constituent
▶

Theories of focus sensitivity for operators like only:
▷

D
ouble A

ccess theories: 
only needs focus m

eaning and background m
eaning, 

e.g. Focus m
ovem

ent (C
hom

sky 1976), S
tructured M

eanings (v. S
techow

 1981)
▷

R
eplacive theories (P

ulm
an 1995, G

ardent &
 K

ohlhaase 1996):
only needs the m

eaning of the focus and the unfocused expression
needs representation sem

antics, and does not w
ork for m

ultiple focus
▷

In-situ B
inding S

em
antics (W

old 1995, 1996):
only needs the m

eaning of the background and the unfocused expression,
interesting fram

ew
ork, little know

n
▷

A
lternative S

em
antics (R

ooth 1985):
only needs the unfocused expression and its alternatives generated by focus  
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D
ouble A

ccess Theories: Focus m
ovem

ent

C
hom

sky (1976), here sem
antically interpreted: 

▶
F m

arker triggers LF m
ovem

ent.
▷

S
-S

tructure: 
[V

P  only [V
P introduced B

ILL
F  to S

ue]]
▷

LF:
[V

P  only [V
P  B

ill  1[V
P  introduced t1  to S

ue]]]
    O

N
LY     b     λzλx[introd(z)(s)(x)]

▷
Interpretation of only:
⟦[V

P  only [F B
]]⟧

1
= λx[⟦B⟧(⟦F⟧)(x) ∧

 ∀
y∈

A
LT(⟦F⟧)[⟦B⟧(y)(x) →

 y = ⟦F⟧]]
▶

Initial argum
ent for focus m

ovem
ent: W

eak C
rossover

*The m
an that she

1  m
et liked M

A
R

Y
F,1

*M
ary

1  [the m
an that she

1 m
et liked t1 ]

B
ut: C

ritical discussion by R
ochem

ont (1986).
▶

P
roblem

 for focus m
ovem

ent: S
yntactic island violations 

(A
nderson 1972, Jackendoff 1972):
S

am
 only [saw

 a m
an [C

P  w
ho w

as w
earing a R

E
D

F  hat]]
*[W

hich hat]1  did S
am

 see a m
an [C

P  w
ho w

as w
earing t1 ]
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D
ouble A

ccess Theories: Structured M
eanings

▶
Jackendoff 1972: 
D

istinction betw
een standard m

eaning and presupposition skeleton
John introduced B

ILL
F to S

ue
▷

standard m
eaning: [introd(b)(s)(j)]

▷
presupposition skeleton: [introd(x)(s)(j)]

▶
von S

techow
 1981: S

tructured M
eanings, consisting of focus and background:

▷
focus-background structures
John introduced B

ILL
F  to S

ue 
⟨b, λz[introd(z)(s)(j)]⟩

introduced B
ILL

F  to S
ue

⟨b, λzλx[introd(z)(s)(x)⟩
only [introduced B

ILL
F  to S

ue]
O

N
LY

(⟨b, λzλx[introd(z)(s)(x)⟩)
▷

w
ith O

N
LY

(⟨F, B⟩) = λx[B
(F)(x) ∧

 ∀
z∈

A
LT(F)[B

(z)(F) →
 z = F]]

1
λx[introd(b)(s)(x) ∧

 ∀
z∈

A
LT(F)[introd(z)(s)(x) →

 z = b]]
▶

P
roblem

 (R
ooth 1992): A

llow
s for operators that do not occur in language:

tolfed [that ...X
F  ...] = tolfed X

F  [that ... X
F  ...]

I tolfed that H
E

 resem
bles her ‘I told him

 that he resem
bles her

H
ence: S

tructured m
eanings relax com

positionality too m
uch,

P
roblem

: tolfed does not m
ake use of focus alternatives. 
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A
lternative Sem

antics

R
ooth (1985, 1992):
▶

D
istinction betw

een tw
o levels of m

eanings:
▷

ordinary m
eaning ⟦α⟧

▷
alternatives to regular m

eaning ⟦α⟧
A

▶
Focus introduces alternatives:
▷
⟦α

F ⟧
A = A

LT(⟦α⟧), a set of m
eanings of the type of ⟦α⟧

▷
unfocused expressions: ⟦α⟧

A = {⟦α⟧}, single set of m
eanings

▶
S

im
ple com

position principle for ordinary m
eanings and alternatives, e.g.:

▷
If ⟦[α β]⟧ = ⟦β⟧(⟦α⟧), 

▷
then ⟦[α β]⟧

A = {Y
(X

) | X∈
⟦α⟧

A ∧
 Y∈

⟦β⟧
A}

▶
E

xam
ple:

E
xpression

O
rdinary M

eaning
A

lternatives
introduced  

introd
{introd}

B
ILL

F
b

{b, m
}

introduced B
ILL

F
introd(b)

{introd(b), introd(m
)}

to S
ue

s
{s}

introduced B
ILL

f  to S
ue

introd(b)(s)
{introd(b)(s), introd(m

)(s)}



9 / 15

A
lternative Sem

antics

▶
Focus-sensitive operators take ordinary m

eaning and alternatives
▷

O
N

LY
(O

, A
) = λx[O

(x) ∧
 ∀

P∈
A

[P
(x) →

 P = O
]

▷
⟦only introduced B

ILLF  to S
ue⟧ 

1
= λx[introd(b)(s)(x) ∧ 
        ∀

P∈
{introd(b)(s), introd(m

)(s)}[P
(x) →

 P = introd(b)(s)]
2

= λx[introd(b)(s)(x) ∧
 ¬introd(m

)(s)(x)]
▷

needs an intensional fram
ew

ork, P = introd(b)(s) m
eans equality of senses

1
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A
lternative Sem

antics vs. Structured M
eanings

P
oints in favor of A

lternative S
em

antics:
▶

P
redicates like tolfed cannot be expressed;
▷

A
lternative S

em
antics m

ore restrictive than S
tructured M

eanings, 
as m

eaning of focus cannot be recovered from
 alternatives

▶
N

o island sensitivity predicted;
▷

A
lternative S

em
antics does not rely on any syntactic m

ovem
ent

or equivalent process, as in S
trucutred M

eanings

P
oints in favor of S

tructured M
eanings:

▶
N

on-distinctiveness of alternatives, even intentionally (B
lok 1993):

▷
False prediction of A

lternative S
em

antics: 
N

ine only is the square of TH
R

E
E

F . false, 9 also square of –3).
1

9 = 3
2 ∧

 ∀
P∈

{λx[x=y
2] | y∈

IR
}[P

(3) →
 P = λx[x = 3

2]]}  
true, as λx[x = 3

2] = λx[x = (–3) 2

▷
R

ight prediction of S
tructured M

eanings:
1

9 = 3
2 ∧

 ∀
z∈

A
LT(3)[9 = 3

2 →
 z = 3]  false, also for z = –3.

2
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A
lternative Sem

antics vs. Structured M
eanings

▶
P

roblem
 w

ith m
ultiple focus (K

rifka 1992)
John only introduced B

ILL
F to S

ue.
John also

2  only
1  [introduced B

ILL
F1  to M

A
R

Y
F2 ]

▷
A

lternative Sem
antics: First operator (only) takes both foci

only [introduced B
ILL to M

A
R

Y
]

1
O

N
LY

(introd(b)(m
), {introd(z)(y) | z∈

A
LT(b), y=A

LT(m
)}

▷
S

tructured M
eanings: M

ultiple focus generated by m
ultiple m

ovem
ent

also [M
ary

2  [only [B
ill1  [introduced t1  to t2 ]]]]

1
A

LS
O

(⟨m
, λzλx[O

N
LY

(⟨b, λy[introd(y)(z)(x)]⟩)]⟩)
▶

P
roblem

 w
ith correlated focus (v. S

techow
 1990, nach E

. Zim
m

erm
ann)

A
: A

re there m
an girls in the group that are taller than their older brother?

B
: I don’t think so. I can only see that M

A
R

Y
F  is taller than B

ILL
F .

▷
A

lternative S
em

antics: Foci are introduced independently
O

N
LY

(see(taller(b)(m
)), {see(taller(z)(y)) | z∈

A
LT(b) ∧

 y∈
A

LT(m
)})

▷
S

tructured M
eanings: D

ouble focus, restricted by brotherhood relation
1

O
N

LY
(⟨⟨m

, b⟩, λ⟨y, z⟩λx[see(taller(z)(y)(x)]⟩), 
w

here A
LT(⟨m

, b⟩) = {⟨y, z⟩ | girl(y) ∧
 elder-brother(y)(z)}
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A H
ybrid R

epresentation Fram
ew

ork?
K

rifka (2006), “A
ssociation w

ith Focus P
hrases”

▶
D

rubig (1994): D
istinction betw

een FocP and F
▷

E
xam

ple:
only [introduced [FocP  the m

an that JILL
F  adm

ires] to S
ue]

▷
M

otivation: C
ontrastive focus.

John didn’t introduce [FocP  the m
an that JILL

F  adm
ires to S

ue], 
but...

[the m
an that B

ILL
F adm

ired]
* B

ILL
F

▷
M

otivation: S
hort answ

ers
A

: D
id John introduce the m

an that JILL
F  adm

ires to S
ue?

B
: N

o,
[the m

an that B
ILL

F  adm
ired].

*B
ILL

F

▶
H

ybrid Theory:
▷

O
perators associate w

ith FocP
; this association is syntactically restricted.

only [V
P  [FocP the m

an that JILL
F  adm

ired]1  [introduces t1  to S
ue]]

▷
Focus w

ithin the FocP introduces alternatives to the FocP, here:
1

{‘the m
an that Jill adm

ired’, ‘the m
an that B

ill adm
ired’, ...}

▷
Focus can be arbitrarily deeply em

bedded w
ith FocP

:
John only recalled [the dog ow

ned by [the m
an that introduces B

ILL to S
ue]]
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A H
ybrid Theory?

▶
E

xam
ple of derivation:

only introduced [FocP    B
ILL’S

F m
other] to S

ue.
only [V

P  [FocP  B
ILL’S

F m
other] 1[V

P   introduced t1  to S
ue]]

▷
D

erivation of Focus P
hrase m

eaning:
1

E
xpression

O
rdinary m

eaning
A

lternatives
B

ILL’S
F

b
{b, m

}
m

other
m

other
{m

other}
B

ILL’S
F m

other
m

other(b)
{m

other(b), m
other(m

)}
▷

D
erivation of Focus m

eaning:
O

N
LY takes Focus P

hrase m
eaning, Focus P

hrase A
lternatives, 

and B
ackground

O
N

LY
(⟨FocP, FocPA

, B⟩) = λx[B
(FocP

) ∧
 ∀

z∈
FocPA

[B
(z) →

 z = FocP
]

O
N

LY
(⟨b, {m

other(b), m
other(m

)}, λzλx[introd(z)(s)(x)⟩)
= λx[introd(m

other(b))(s)(x) ∧ 
∀

z∈
{m

other(b), m
other(m

)}[introd(z)(s)(x) →
 z = m

other(b)]
1

= λx[introd(m
other(b)(s)(x) ∧

 ¬introd(m
other(m

))(s)(x)]
▷

O
ften, Focus and Focus P

hrase coincide
only  [V

P  [FocP  B
ILL

F ] 1[introduced t1  to S
ue]]

1
O

N
LY

(⟨b, {b, m
}, λzλx[introd(z)(s)(x)]⟩)
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A H
ybrid Theory: Q

uestions

▶
H

am
blin approach to questions (H

am
blin 1973): A

lternatives
W

ho did John introduce to S
ue?

1
{introd(x)(s)(j) | x∈

P
E

R
S

O
N

}
= {introd(b)(s)(j), introd(m

)(s)(j), ...}
▶

S
tructured m

eaning / functional approach to questions: S
tructures

W
ho

1  did John introduce t1  to S
ue?

1
⟨P

E
R

S
O

N
, λx[introd(x)(s)(j)⟩

2
λx∈

P
E

R
S

O
N

[introd(x)(s)(j)]
▶

P
roposal: H

am
blin, A

lternative S
em

antics, for in-situ-questions;
not restricted by syntactic islands.

John adm
ires [the m

an [that introduced W
H

O
 to S

ue]]?
LF: [[the m

an that introduced W
H

O
 to S

ue] 1[John adm
ires t1 ]]

1
⟨{ιx[m

an(x) ∧
 introd(x)(z)(s)] | z∈

P
E

R
S

O
N

}, λx[adm
ires(x)(j)]}
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